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(Cervellon	 et	 al.	 2012;	 The	 Guardian	 2015a;	 The	 Guardian	 2015b;	 ThredUP	 Report	
2019).		Added	to	this,	are	growing	concerns	over	the	environment	and	a	desire	for	more	
sustainable	models	of	production	and	consumption	which	have	made	the	second-hand	
market	 for	 clothing	 more	 attractive.	 According	 to	 the	 United	 Nations		 (2019),	 the	
manufacture	of	clothing	accounts	for	10	per	cent	of	global	carbon	emissions	and	results	
in	 a	 £500	 billion	 of	 value	 lost	 every	 year	 because	 clothes	 are	 not	 recycled	 or	 are	
underutilised.			
In	 this	context,	 the	degree	to	which	garments	are	being	singularised	(Kopytoff	1986)-	
made	one’s	own	 through	personal	use-	 is	 changing.		 Full	processes	of	 singularisation	
which	would	see	items	discarded	after	use	are	being	disrupted	by	new	ownership	models	
that	 require	 that	 a	 garment’s	 intrinsic	 values	 are	 preserved	 for	 future	 stages	 in	 its	
biography.		 Increasingly,	 consumers	 will	 be	 buying	 or	 renting	 items	 that	 have	 been	
 















of	 yet	 little	known.	 	Processes	of	 singularisation	 in	 this	 context	 are	best	described	as	
resingularising,	as	they	are	building	on	already	singularised	items.		Given	the	urgency	in	
establishing	sustainable	consumption	patterns	for	clothing	that	prolong	the	social	lives	













Roux	 and	Korchia	 2006)	 and	 the	 divestment	 rituals	undertaken	 to	 rid	goods	 of	 their	
associated	meanings	(e.g.	Gregson	and	Crewe	2003;	McCracken	1986).		Despite	Gregson	
and	Crewe’s	(2003)	characterisation	of	charity	shop	clothing	and	the	use	of	divestment	
rituals	 to	 ‘free	 up’	 a	 possession’s	 meaningful	 properties,	 it	 has	 contrastingly	 been	





The	 second	objective	 is	 to	answer	Lastovicka	and	Fernández’s	 (2005)	 call	 for	 further	
research	 into	 how	 owners	 of	 used	 possessions	 preserve	 prior	 owners’	 invested	 or	
imagined	 meanings.	 Previously,	 consumer	 research	 has	 focused	 on	 the	 meaning	
maintenance	 of	 heirlooms	 only	 (e.g.	 Kates	 2001;	 Price	 et	 al.	 2000)	 where	 a	 strong	




















concept	 of	 singularisation	 introduced	 by	 Kopytoff	 (1986).	 This	 is	 followed	 by	 a	
discussion	of		meaning	and	sacredness	(Belk	et	al.	1989),	meaning	valence	(Lastovicka	
and	Fernández		2005)	and	displaced	meanings	(McCracken	1988)	to	further	refine	our	












Appadurai	 (1986).	 The	 notion	 that	 goods	have	 biographies	 (Kopytoff	 1986)	 or	 social	
lives	(Appadurai	1986)	 is	well	established	 in	cultural	approaches	to	commodities	and	
commodification	 processes.	 Appadurai	 (1986)	 describes	 commodities	 as	 things	 in	
transit	and	thinks	of	them	not	as	a	terminal	condition	but	rather	a	situation	in	the	social	
life	 of	 things	 for	which	 its	 exchangeability	 is	 dominant	 in	 its	 past,	 present	 or	 future.		
These	permutations	which	mark	a	commodity	in	its	trajectory	are	captured	in	Kopytoff’s	
(1986)	 analysis	 of	 commoditisation	 and	 singularisation.	 	 Where	 commodities	 are	
“comparable”,	 “having	 something	 in	 common	 with	 a	 large	 number	 of	 exchangeable	
things”	what	 is	singular,	 is	defined	as	being	 “uncommon,	 incomparable,	unique…	and	








An	 object’s	 biography	 begins	 within	 a	 commodity	 state	 that	 is	 defined	 by	 exchange	
values.		Once	purchased,	goods	undergo	social	transformations,	they	are	decommodified	
and	 therefore	 singularised.	 Singularisation	 (sometimes	 referred	 to	 as	 appropriation)	
occurs	 when	 a	 good	 is	 pulled	 out	 of	 the	 commodity	 sphere	 (Kopytoff	 1986),	 and	
appropriated	 in	 symbolic	 and	material	 terms	 (Epp	 and	 Price	 2010;	 Østergaard	 et	 al.	
1999).		Decommodification	removes	commodities	from	the	exchange	sphere	resulting	in	
deactivation,	 this	 means	 goods	 can	 become	 singularised,	 sacralised,	 or	 redefined	
(Kopytoff	 1986).	 An	 item	 can	 become	 singularised	 as	 part	 of	 a	 collection	 (a	


















become	recommodified.	 	Appadurai	 (1986)	outlined	 the	 life	history	of	 an	 item	where	
commodities	are	retrieved	either	temporarily	or	permanently	from	the	commodity	state.		
Second-hand	items	are	at	least	in	their	second	cycle	of	ownership,	meaning	they	have	an	
established	 cultural	 and	 social	 biography	 (Kopytoff	 1986;	 Parsons	 2006).	 How	
consumers	relate	 to	 these	previously	 invested	meanings	remains	underexplored,	 thus	
this	research	explores	meaning	creation	and	management	within	this	context.			
	
Sacralisation and Meaning 
Through	its	lifetime,	a	commodity	can	attain	sacred	meaning	and	status.	This	meaning	
creation	 and	 maintenance	 is	 now	 further	 discussed.	 	 Belk	 et	 al.	 (1989)	 outline	 the	
sacralisation	 of	 commodities,	 through	 which	 sacred	 status	 can	 be	 acquired	 through	
ritualised	processes.	This	can	be	attributed	to	a	variety	of	objects,	places,	and	times	that	




journey	 to	 an	 item),	 collections,	 gift	 giving,	 or	 quintessence	 (goods	 that	 are	 rare	 and	










items	 can	 become	 singularised	 and	 possess	 sacred	 properties.	 	 This	 is	 seen	 within	
vintage	 clothing	 in	 that	 its	 association	 with	 different	 eras	 creates	 a	 sense	 of	
‘otherworldness’	 (Belk	et	 al.	1989).	 	This	means	 that	 consumers	are	often	 consuming	
goods	because	of	an	imagined	romanticised	or	collective	recalled	past	(Duffy	et	al.	2012;	
Holbrook	 1993;	 Rindfleisch	 et	 al.	 2000).	 These	 goods	 may	 have	 additionally	 been	
individually	 singularised	 in	 a	 retail	 environment	 (Cherrier	 2009;	 Gregson	 and	Crewe	
2003)	via	 their	presentation	as	rare	commodities.	Here	the	seller	and	the	new	owner	





Now	 we	 consider	 the	 preservation	 of	 sacralisation	 within	 second-hand	 goods.		
McCracken	 (1986)	 and	 Cherrier	 (2009)	 argue	 that	 through	 divestment	 rituals	 prior	
sacred	meaning	 can	 become	detached	before	 a	 commodity	 is	 singularised.	 	However,	
 







consumer	 research	 has	 additionally	 established	 that	 consumers	 acquire	 second-hand	






Rindfleisch	 et	 al.’s	 (2000)	 research	 into	 nostalgia	 materialism,	 which	 identified	
connections	 between	 consumers	 preferences	 for	 older	 items	 that	 related	 to	 sacred	






the	 valence	 of	 meaning	 maintenance	 within	 second-hand	 consumption.	 	 McCracken	
(1988a)	 proposed	 the	 use	 of	 commodities	 as	 bridges	 to	 displaced	meaning-	 cultural	
ideals	 which	 have	 been	 deliberately	 removed	 from	 daily	 life	 for	 their	 preservation.	
McCracken	 (1988)	 explains	 that	 in	 order	 to	 manage	 the	 painful	 and	 universal	
discrepancy	 between	 real,	 everyday	 life	 and	 cultural	 ideals,	 strategies	 to	 recover	
displaced	meanings	are	necessary.	 	 Following	McCracken,	 goods	provide	a	bridge	 for	
meaning	 recovery,	 because	 they	 connect	 consumers	with	 an	 idealised	 version	 of	 life,	




cultural	 ideals	 through	 demonstrating	 they	 once	 existed.	 McCracken	 (1988a,	 p.116)	






hand	 commodities.	 The	 golden	 age	 can	 create	 an	 idealised	 collective	 memory	 and	 a	
positive	 valence	 of	meaning.	 	 Research	 from	Duffy	 et	 al.	 (2012)	 found	 the	 staging	 of	











research	 uncovered	 the	 post-purchase	 rituals	 that	 consumers	 undertake	 after	
 







purchasing	 second-hand	 goods,	 outlining	 the	 main	 rituals	 including:	 transformative,	
personalisation,	and	alteration	or	repair.				Previous	research	has	also	considered	charity	
shop	shopping	amongst	 thrift	shoppers,	where	drivers	 for	purchase	were	not	centred	














harbour	 a	 fear	 of	 contamination	 towards	 potential	 possessions	 prior	 to	 ownership.	
Contamination	is	defined	within	a	retail	context	by	Argo	et	al.	(2006)	through	the	law	of	
contagion,	 when	 a	 source	 and	 recipient	 come	 into	 contact	 the	 source	 influences	 the	
recipient	 through	 the	 transfer	 of	 essence.	 This	 essence	 could	 be	 through	 a	 sign	 of	
habitation,	or	symbolic	pollution.		Symbolic	pollution	was	introduced	by	Douglas	(2002)	
to	 explain	 contamination	 beyond	hygiene	 or	 physical	 dirt,	 but	 as	 a	 form	of	 symbolic	
pollution.	Within	the	context	of	vintage	clothing	this	is	an	important	aspect	to	consider.	











to	 purchase	 second-hand,	 whereas	 second-hand	 underwear	 has	 an	 attached	 taboo	
(Østergaard	et	 al.	 1999).	 	As	discussed,	previous	 research	has	reported	on	valence	of	
positive	 and	 negative	 contamination,	 focusing	 on	 both	 first	 and	 second-hand	 retail	






The	 story	 we	 tell	 is	 emergent;	 we	 examine	 connections	 and	 processes	 connected	 to	
vintage	 clothing	 using	 existential	 phenomenology	 as	 a	 paradigm.	 Existential	
phenomenology	 seeks	 to	 develop	 an	 in-depth	 understanding	 and	 allows	 a	 detailed	
 









of	 two	months	 of	 fieldwork	 across	 the	UK	 speaking	 to	 informants	 in	 London,	Wales,	







Phenomenology	 uses	 consumers’	 experience	 at	 the	 forefront	 for	 consumer	 research	
(Hogg	and	Maclaran	2008),	as	such	the	research	required	a	first-person	dialogue	with	
informants	largely	talking	about	personal	experiences	with	vintage	clothing.	One-on-one	
semi-structured	 in-depth	 interviews	were	 conducted	with	 a	 total	of	 eight	 informants	
from	 England	 and	Wales.	 	 This	 consisted	 of	 seven	 female	 and	 one	 male	 participant,	
ranging	in	age	from	23	to	74	with	a	mean	age	of	56,	detailed	in	Table	1.	All	informants	
reported	having	a	passion	for	vintage	clothing,	love	for	an	era,	and	each	had	amassed	a	
collection	 of	 vintage	 items.	 	 The	 sample	was	 small	 as	 the	 aim	was	 not	 to	 produce	 a	
generalised	theory	or	representation	of	resingularisation	and	meaning	maintenance,	but	
rather	 an	 aspect	 of	 experiences	 (McCracken	 1988b;	 Thompson	 et	 al.	 1989).	
Phenomenological	 interviews	use	 circular	dialogue,	descriptive	questions,	 and	yield	a	
conversation	 with	 informants,	 for	 this	 a	 discussion	 guide	 was	 used.	 Following	













storage,	 memorabilia	 and	 photographs	 that	 adorned	 their	 homes,	 walls	 and	 rails.		
Observations	were	recorded	 in	notes	and	photographs,	whilst	 interviews	were	audio-
















To	 begin	 with,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 state	 that	 throughout	 our	 informants	 spoke	 about	
owning	 two	 different	 types	 of	 vintage	 clothing.	 	 We	 clarify	 this	 using	 terminology	
outlined	by	Greyson	and	Martinec	 (2004).	 	 Firstly,	 indexical	 vintage	 clothing	 includes	
genuine	 articles	 that	 aren’t	 imitation	 but	 have	 a	 real	 spatiotemporal	 link.	 	 Secondly,	
iconic	vintage	 clothing	are	 replica	 items	 that	are	a	physical	manifestation	 resembling	
something	that	is	indexically	authentic.		We	now	discuss	key	findings,	including	the	role	
of	 displaced	meaning,	 the	undertaken	 preservation	 rituals	 ensuring	 sacralisation	 and	
meaning,	the	lack	of	resingularisation	and	positive	and	negative	contamination.		
	
Displaced Meaning  
Prominent	 throughout	 the	 research	 was	 the	 use	 of	 vintage	 clothing	 as	 a	 bridge	 to	








Pseudonym Gender Age Location Occupation Era Vintage Profile 
Dorothy F 70 Mid-Wales 
Antique Shop 
Owner 1920's 
A long-standing love of vintage 
clothing, older items specifically. 
Owns a vintage shop . 
Mair F 50 Mid-Wales Nurse 1940's 
Through a friend's interest, attends 
vintage events - 1940's, predominate 
historical interest. 
Tina F 66 Dorset Retired Teacher 1940's 
Strong interest in 1940's dances, and a 
member of a swing band, dresses 
daily in vintage clothing. 
Barry M 74 Dorset Retired Lorry Driver 1940's 
Strong interest in 1940's wartime 
solider uniforms, and re-enactments, 
dresses daily in vintage clothing. 
Francis F 23 London Costume Designer 1940’s 
Appreciation for 1940’s style (make 
do and mend). Wears vintage or 
replica daily. Considers her clothing a 
reflection of her identity. 
Meryl F 68 Dorset Retired Shop Assistant 1950’s 
Previously ran a Rock’n’Roll club, 
house is filled with 50’s memorabilia, 
wears 50’s vintage or replica clothing 
everyday.  
Linda F 58 West Wales 
Children’s 
Storyteller 1950’s 
Inherited a selection of vintage 
clothing over the years, has built an 
appreciation from memories of her 
mum wearing items.  
Ella F 35 Shropshire Vintage Shop Assistant 1930’s 
Has worked in a vintage shop for over 
22 years. Enjoys wearing vintage 
clothing to special occasions, and 
undertaking restoration.  
 

















frumpy	but	a	lot	of	 the	styles	were	really	good	weren’t	 they.	The	designs,	 the	
styles,	and	I	mean	what	 they	could	do	with	their	resources	at	 the	time	 it	was	
marvellous	really,	and	I	think	because	they	were	so	restricted	they	were	much	





and	 iconic	 vintage	 clothing	was	 used	 as	 a	 talisman	 in	 some	 form	 to	 help	 recreate	 an	
element	 of	 a	 golden	 age,	 specifically	 indexical	 items	 were	 used	 to	 feel	 a	 sense	 of	
preservation	for	displaced	meanings.		This	allowed	participants	to	replicate	an	aspect	of	







Following	 Kopytoff	 (1986)	 we	 now	 consider	 the	 lack	 of	 total	 resingularisation	 our	
informants	undertook	as	a	means	of	preserving	displaced	meanings.		Our	respondents	
 







gently	 resingularised	 their	garments	 in	order	 to	preserve	 their	 imagined	biographies.		
This	is	best	illustrated	by	Francis’s	experiences.		She	is	a	designer	from	London.		Her	flat	
was	 neat	 with	 floral	 bedding	 and	 fairy	 lights	 bordering	 the	 window.	 	 The	 room	we	
interviewed	her	in	was	filled	with	oddities	from	old	sweet	tins	to	vintage	scarves;	the	



























































sacralisation	where	 the	 body	 of	 the	 owner,	 and	 the	 closet	 itself	 is	 a	 pollutant	 to	 the	
preservation	of	the	item.	The	item	had	previously	encountered	damage,	so	Francis	had	a	
fear	 of	 repairing	 the	 garment	 even	 though	 she	 possessed	 an	 expert	 knowledge	 in	
materials.	Francis	was	apprehensive	in	restoration,	in	her	fear	of	resingularisation,	she	
hoped	to	replicate	the	design	and	thus	preserve	the	original.	This	means	there	is	a	lack	







help	 preserve	 indexical	 items,	 with	 every	 participant	 stating	 specific	 cleaning	
instructions	 for	 garments	 including:	 specialist	 cleaners	 and	 products,	 hand-washing,	
freezing	items,	baby	wipes,	and	upmost	a	hesitation	to	‘overly’	clean	garments,	this	was	
















displaced	meanings	 in	 post-purchase.	 	 The	 process	 of	 sourcing	 and	 storing	 indexical	
vintage	pieces	was	often	described	as	labour	intensive	and	expensive.		Informants	often	
resorted	 to	 arduous	 processes	 to	 ensure	 meaning	 preservation	 entailing	 cleansing	
rituals,	storage	and	restoration	to	ensure	the	garment’s	indexicality	could	be	preserved.		
































apparent.	 	 We	 show	 that	 sacralisation	 and	 therefore	 the	 preservation	 of	 displaced	
meaning	 was	 an	 ongoing	 and	 time	 consuming	 process	 which	 added	 to	 indexical	
clothing’s	legitimacy.		Secondly,	informants	undertook	lengthy	storage	rituals	to	ensure	
the	preservation	of	sacred	displaced	meaning.	 	This	was	briefly	seen	with	Francis	and	































even	 whilst	 they’re	 removed	 from	 the	 self,	 with	 many	 items	 stored	 away	 from	 the	
profane,	and	rarely	seen	or	used.	The	time	invested	in	storing	such	a	vast	collection	and	
ensuring	its	preservation	was	common	across	informants,	often	requiring	participants	











Contamination Valence and Preservation 
In	 this	 section	 we	 continue	 to	 discuss	 preservation	 rituals	 and	 the	 valence	 of	
contamination,	 including	 positive	 contamination	 elicited	 from	 prior	 habitation	 and	
negative	self-contamination.		The	valence	of	contamination	was	evident	throughout	the	




























Mair’s	 description	 of	 vintage	 clothing	 and	 the	 warmth	 it	 provided	 her,	 depicts	 the	
positive	 contamination	 that	was	 elicited	 through	 the	 prior	 habitation	 and	 biography	
which	 the	 garments	 have	 accumulated	 and	 represent.	 Instead	 of	 seeing	 the	
contamination	as	negative,	it	is	something	that	attracted	her	to	vintage	clothing.	When	
informants	shopped	at	charity	shops	to	buy	iconic	items	they	were	less	willing	to	spend	
much	 money	 on	 them.	 	 Iconic	 items	 often	 underwent	 significant	 alterations	 and	
cleansing.	 Informants	 clarified	 that	 indexical	 items	 had	 already	 been	 singularised	 as	
valuable	within	a	vintage	sphere,	therefore	avoiding	the	same	negative	connotations	of	









Tina:	 “It’s	 very	difficult	 to	buy	vintage	 clothing,	 it’s	 very	expensive	and	um,	 the	
trouble	 is	 if	you’re	using	it,	 if	you’re	actually	doing	something,	the	 fabrics	are	so	
fragile	it’s	a	bit	difficult	it	can	easily	be	damaged.	So,	if	you’re	dancing,	or	moving	
about	a	lot	it's	not	that	good	of	an	idea,	but	we	have,	if	we’re	sort	of	doing	something	














with	 the	 self	 actually	 detracting	 from	 an	 item’s	 value.	 This	 negative	 contamination	




indexical	 commodity	 further	 imbues	 it	with	 sacred	 properties	 (Belk	 et	 al.	 1989)	 and	
 

























preservation	 of	 values	 is	 at	 the	 forefront.	 	 In	 doing	 so,	 we	 offer	 initial	 insights	 on	




Belk	 1988;	 Belk	 1990;	 Epp	 and	 Price	 2010b),	 interestingly	 here	 the	 self	 becomes	
something	that	detracts	from	an	object’s	value	due	to	potential	self-contamination	and	
possible	destruction	of	indexical	meaning.		Future	research	should	focus	on	this	to	see	if	
this	 is	prevalent	 in	other	second-hand	contexts,	 in	particular,	 in	 those	where	 there	 is	
emphasis	placed	on	re-selling.	
	
Secondly,	 the	research	aimed	to	 investigate	how	invested	meaning	 in	vintage	clothing	
had	been	preserved.	We	have	discovered	and	documented	the	 lengths	consumers	are	
willing	to	undertake	to	rescue	and	preserve	displaced	meaning.	We	found	participants	






important	 than	 singularisation	 with	 meaning	 maintenance	 imbued	 with	 sacred	
meanings.	This	was	seen	clearly	with	Francis’s	avoidance	of	use	of	her	sacred	vintage	




self,	 repair	 to	 ensure	 an	 extended	 life	 and	 cleansing	 rituals	 to	 preserve	 displaced	
meaning.		Further	research	should	consider	what	preservation	rituals	are	undertaken	in	
different	 contexts	 and	 how	 these	 differ	 from	 those	 found	within	 vintage	 clothing,	 for	
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